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A New Paradigm to Career Counseling:
Self-Efficacy and Career Choice Among
Students with Physical Disabilities in
Postsecondary Education

Sue ElHessen, PhD

Abstract

It has been suggested that self-efficacy expectations may have a cognitive influence on
career decision making (CDM) and vocational achievement (e.g., range of career options and
persistence in career exploration). Personal self-efficacy expectations may influence the CDM
process and career motivation. This study explored the role of self-efficacy and career decision
making in students with physical disabilities engaged in the career planning process. The
relationships of career decision-making self-efficacy to adjustment of disability, severity of
disability, and career exploration behaviors were examined in 128 students with physical
disabilities attending two 2-year colleges and one 4-year college in California.

Findings revealed that, as predicted, students with physical disabilities who scored high
on career decision-making self-efficacy engaged in more career exploration behaviors. As
hypothesized, there was a positive correlation between adjustment to disability and career
decision-making self-efficacy. Severity of disability was a significant predictor of levels of
career decision-making self-efficacy and adjustment to disability. There was no significant
difference in levels of career decision-making self-efficacy between students in 2-year colleges
and those in the 4-year college. Implications for career counseling practice and suggestions for
future research are discussed.

Purpose

The primary purpose of this investigation was to examine the relationship between career
decision-making self-efficacy, adjustment to disability, severity of disability and career
exploration behaviors among students with physical disabilities. Based on Bandura’s self efficacy
theory and career decision-making theories as a framework, it was hypothesized that (a) students
with physical disabilities at a four-year college will have a higher career decision-making self
efficacy than students at a two-year college; (b) students with physical disabilities that have a
high career decision-making self efficacy will engage in more career exploration behaviors; (c)
students who have adjusted to their physical disability will have a higher career decision-making
self efficacy; (d) male students with a physical disability will have a higher career decision-making
self efficacy than female students with a physical disability; and (e) students who perceive
themselves as severely disabled will have a lower career decision-making self efficacy and will
be less adjusted to their disability.
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Theoretical Framework

In the career development domain, self-efficacy expectations are hypothesized to
influence an individual’s attitudes and behaviors as they directly apply to the Career Decision
Making (CDM) process. Hackett and Betz (1983) were the first to suggest that self-efficacy
expectations may have an important cognitive influence on their career decision-making (CDM)
and vocational achievement (e.g., range of career options and persistence and career exploration).
They propose that personal self-efficacy expectations influence the CDM process and the career
motivation of women and men. Research with college students has revealed consistent support
for the relationship between career self-efficacy beliefs and various indexes of career development
(Betz and Hackett, 1983; Lent, Brown, and Larkin, 1986; Lent, et al., 1987; Taylor and Pompa,
1990; Wheeler, 1983). Hackett and Betz (1981) applied the concept of self-efficacy to career
development research. Their research has shown that self-efficacy is an important topic of research
when studying careers because it was found to be a predictor of career choice and may regulate
whether a person will initiate and maintain certain career behaviors.

Taylor and Betz (1983), in one of their first investigations assess the utility of Bandura’s
self-efficacy theory to the understanding and treatment of career indecision. They discuss the
merits of such integration by focusing on the advantage of the direct relationship of self-efficacy
expectations in the design, implementation, and evaluation of intervention strategies. They
argued that the assessment of self-efficacy expectations with regard to CDM tasks and behaviors
would provide specific behavioral targets for intervention based on the sources of efficacy
information (e.g., performance accomplishments and the vicarious learning) or delay, as describe
by Bandura (1977a).

As previously noted, Bandura (1977b) hypothesized a direct link between self-efficacy
expectations and behavioral performance. Higher levels of self-efficacy are more likely to be
associated with increased frequency and successful performance of behavior then are lower
levels of self-efficacy. Therefore, a persons self-efficacy expectations regarding CDM (i.e., a
person’s CDM self-efficacy) should predict her or his actual performance in making career
decisions. Determining the extent to which expectations of the efficacy are related to effective
decision-making among students with disabilities, is one of the most important questions yet
unanswered in the application of self-efficacy theory to the CDM domain (Hackett and Betz,
1981; Lent and Hackett, 1987; Robbins, 1985). Theories of Career Development are founded
upon personal choice and personal involvement concerning the selection of a career path and
subsequent education, training and job attainment (Assouline & Meir, 1987; Elton & Smart,
1988). However, problems exist in applying career development approaches produced for
nondisabled persons to persons with disabilities.

Methods

The participants at the study were students with physical/mobility impairments currently
enrolled at a two-year and four-year college. A total of 582 surveys were mailed to students, and
128 surveys were received. Four questionnaires were used to measure the outcomes of this
study. Career Decision-Making Self-Efficacy Short Form (CDMSE-SF) is a 25-item measure
(Taylor and Betz, 1983) assesses self-efficacy precepts with regard to career decision-making.
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Career decision-making self-efficacy can be defined as a confidence a person has for completing
tasks necessary to make career decisions. The Adjustment to Disability Scale, a 10 item scale
designed and developed by the author, measures adjustment disability that includes six factors
of adjustment: 1) architectural barriers; 2) social adjustment; 3) adjustment to daily living
activities; 4) emotional psychological adjustment; and 5) religion and spirituality, as well as 6)
professional in career adjustment. The Career Exploration Behaviors/Demographic questionnaire
includes general information such as gender, age, major, number of units completed as well as
a 10-item checklist of career preparation activities. Participants were asked to indicate a yes/no
format as each behavior is completed. Finally, the Severity of Disability questionnaire was
specifically designed to address functional mobility in relationship to home, school, work and
the community. Three factors were considered: 1) Frequency -the portion of time an individual
uses an accommodation to move about: 2). Extent-the degree the individual experiences pain,
fatigue, exacerbation of or limited range when moving about; 3) Environment- the degree the
individual is restricted to or by certain settings due to terrain, geographic location, temperature,
lighting or transportation.

Procedure And Data Collection

The directors of disabled student services from two community colleges and one four-year
college were contacted for their support to use students with physical disabilities currently
registered with the disabled student services office. In early spring 2000 a letter of introduction
to the study and the researcher was sent, along with a packet of questionnaires to the identified
students enrolled in disabled student services. Students were given a three-week timeline to
complete the surveys and return in a stamped, self-addressed envelope. A total of 582 surveys
were mailed. Reminder postcards were mailed several weeks after the original packet urging
students to complete the surveys in a timely manner. As the results a total of 128 surveys were
received.

Research Design And Data Analyses

This study was a correlational research design with three control variables (2-year vs. 4-
year college students, gender, and age) and 4 outcome variables (adjustment and severity to
disability, self-efficacy, and career behaviors). It examined the cause and effect relationship of
two and four year college students with physical disabilities in career decision-making
self-efficacy and adjustment to disability and severity of disability as pertains to career choice.
The dependent variables are CDMSE, career exploration behaviors, and adjustment to disability
severity of disability and the independent variables are 2-year vs. 4-year colleges, age and gender.

Data Analysis

In accord with the purpose of this study and nature of the correlational design, one-way
ANOVA’s were used to observe the differences between each of the dependent variables on the
independent variables. In order to conduct the one-way ANOVA analyses the dependent variables
(CDMSE, adjustment to disability, severity disability, and career behaviors), that were continuous
variables were converted into categorical variables. Also, age an independent variable was
converted into a categorical variable. Post hoc comparisons were conducted using the Fisher
(LSD) method to examine the significant effects. The correlations between the seven measures
of this study were conducted to investigate the relationship of these variables. Following a
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significant effect a regression analysis was conducted to investigate which variable significantly
contributed to the R.

Results and Conclusions

Summary of the Findings

This investigation revealed a significant relationship between career decision-making
self-efficacy and career exploration behaviors, F(2, 109) = 5.14, p = .000. The regression
analysis revealed a significant relationship between career decision-making self-efficacy and
career exploration behaviors, R = .26. There was a significant relationship between adjustment
to disability and career decision-making self-efficacy, F(2, 109) = 26.34, p = .000. There were
significant mean differences in adjustment scores between groups that were rated high, medium,
and low in career decision-making self-efficacy. There were significant differences between
adjustment disability scores among groups according to degree of severity of disability, F(2,
109) = 7.48, p = .001. The regression analysis revealed that adjustment to disability was a
significant predictor of career decision-making self-efficacy and severity of disability among
students with physical disabilities, R = .72.

There were no significant relationships between gender or 2-year versus 4-year college
attendance and career decision-making self-efficacy. However, there were significant
relationships between both severity of disability and adjustment to disability and decision-
making self-efficacy. There were significant mean differences in adjustment to disability between
high and low groups of career decision-making self-efficacy, p = .05. A one-way ANOVA
revealed significant mean differences in severity of disability among all adjustment to disability
groups, F(2, 109) = 8.58, p=.000. Aregression analysis revealed that severity of disability had
a direct relationship with adjustment to disability; thus, severity of disability was a predictor of
the level of adjustment to disability, R* = .17, F = 11.40, p = .000.

In the additional analyses, the one-way ANOVA revealed significant mean differences
in severity of disability by age groups, F(4, 108) =3.49, p =. 01. A one-way ANOVA revealed
significant differences in adjustment to disability by agé groups, F(4, 108) = 3.21, p = .01.
There were also significant mean differences in career exploration behaviors by age, F(4, 104)
= 3.33, p =. 01. There were also significant differences in severity of disability by
accommodations, F(4, 104) = 6.19, p=. 000. There were significant group differences in career
exploration behaviors according to the level of adjustment to disability, (2, 109) = 3.10, p =.
05. Regression analysis revealed that adjustment to disability and career exploration behaviors
were significant predictors of levels of career decision-making self-efficacy, R* = .45, F(5, 100)
=16.11, p =. 000. ’

This study provides empirical support for three of the five hypotheses: (a) students with
physical disabilities that have a high career decision making self-efficacy will engage in more
career exploration and behaviors; (b) students who have adjusted to their physical disability
will have a higher career decision making self-efficacy; (c) students who perceived themselves
as severely disabled will have a lower career decision making self-efficacy and will be less
adjusted to their disability.

The findings from this study are relevant to the design and delivery of career exploration
interventions for students with physical disabilities. Career decision-making self-efficacy was
a significant predictor of career exploration behaviors, thus those students who scored high in
the CDMSE-SF scale were persistent in career exploration activities. There were significant
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mean differences among age groups and career exploration behaviors. Older students with
physical disabilities were more likely to engage in career exploration behaviors than younger
students.

Students, who scored high on both the adjustment to disability scale and the career
decision-making self-efficacy scale, had a higher expectancy that certain career behaviors can
secure specific outcomes (i.e., occupational pursuits). As Burkhead and Cope (1984) postulated
that students with physical disabilities cope more effectively and creatively than college students
who are not disabled. One explanation is that those students with disabilities who to attend
college may represent the most mature and self determined of the population in contrast to a
more heterogeneous grouping of ability and motivation among the non-college disabled. This
study demonstrated that students who perceived themselves as severely disabled were less
adjusted to their disability and were less confident in their career decision-making ability.
Adjustment to disability was significant variable in both CDMSE and severity of disability.
Being adjusted to a disability means being able to obtain satisfactions within the limits imposed
by the disability (Russel, 1981). As a result, students who were less adjusted underestimate
their ability to effectively make career choices based on self-knowledge of their capabilities to
perform specific career tasks.

Intervention

The findings of this study have several implications for Career Practictioners and college
students. First, they support previous research (summarized by Betz and Luzzo, 1996) showing
the important relationship of career decision-making self-efficacy expectations to career
indecision, thus, one obvious starting point for assisting undecided students involves intervention
based on four sources of efficacy information in Bandura’s (1977a, 1986) self-efficacy theory.
These sources of information, which can be structured by the counselor, are: performance
accomplishments, vicarious learning or modeling, anxiety management techniques, and verbal
persuasion encouragement (for example of the counselor). Using these four sources, counselors
can generate intervention programming designed to promote career search self-efficacy
expectations and evaluate their effectiveness. For example, promoting mastery experiences can
be achieved by having an individual practice various career search activities such as networking
and personal exploration activities. For more complex behavior routines such as interviewing,
experiences that include observing others practice interviewing may be warranted.

Currently there is not a universally accepted career decision-making self-efficacy tool
for counselors to use when counseling students with physical disability. Hackett (1991)
states, “one of the major limitations of past research on career self-efficacy and a serious
drawback for self-efficacy applications to career counseling, has been the absence of a gen-
eral measure useful under a variety of circumstances” (p. 330). The career decision-making
self-efficacy scale along with adjustment to disability and severity disability questionnaires,
can be used as assessment tools to increase awareness and discussion between career counse-
lor and clients. Career counselors can use these instruments to help determine whether a
student is underestimating or overestimating his or her ability with respect to their desired
career goal. For a graphic description of the New Paradigm to Counseling and more infor-
mation on how to implement this new system to career counseling check my website at
www.careersunlimitedinc.net.
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